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BY 

LIM AI LEEN

THE MORNING
arcus came home from his 
usual early morning jog, 
energised and ready to start 
the day after his shower. 
Holding a cup of piping hot 
coffee in his hand, he logged 
in to Integrated Audit 
Workspace (IAW).

THE MODERN WORKSPACE
IAW is home to an e-mail module; an 
Integrated Audit Software (IAS), 
a document management system, 
a TeamChat and a TechChat. IAS 
integrates a practice management 
system (PMS), the ISCA Audit Manual 
(IAM) and audit �iles. Upon logging in, 
the IAW Dashboard page (Dashboard) 
appeared on the screen. The date 
shown at the top left hand corner of 
the Dashboard was Wednesday, 
15 April 2020 and the time was 8am. 
Marcus eyeballed the Dashboard which 
he had customised for his use and was 
pleased that the majority of the status 
indicators were green. He caught a 
couple of ambers and one blinking red.

The Dashboard also displayed 
18 unread e-mails. Through the 
Dashboard, Marcus logged in to 
his e-mail account and browsed 
the unread e-mails. Most were not 
important or urgent. He made a 
mental note to reply them later. Two 
e-mails caught his attention. One 
was a request from Alfred, CFO of his 
client, Biggie’s Pte Ltd, to perform a 
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due diligence on a $10 million turnover 
food and beverage company they were 
looking to acquire. The other was an 
e-mail from one of his audit managers 
consulting him on a technical issue.

Marcus attended to Alfred’s e-mail 
�irst. Alfred needed the due diligence 
to be completed by next Friday to give 
him some comfort to seal the deal the 
week after. Marcus immediately got on 
the phone with Alfred, who explained 
that “this deal is very strategic to 
Biggie’s as it will eliminate competition 
and will strengthen Biggie’s market 
position”. Marcus agreed to prioritise 
this engagement and scheduled to 
meet Alfred at 11 am to talk through 
the details of the engagement. 

After Marcus got off the phone, 
he immediately retrieved his 
ProStaffSchedule (PSS) from the 
PMS to �ind the audit manager 
and staff available to commence 
the due diligence on Friday 
of the same week. Presto! His 
audit manager, Jolyn, could be 
available for the whole of next 
week, with some adjustments 
to her schedule. Jolyn, who 
completed the Singapore 
Quali�ication Programme 
(Singapore QP) last year, was an 
Economics graduate who spent 
4 years as an analyst at a local 
bank before joining as a senior 
audit assistant 5 years ago. She 
was promoted to manager upon 
her completion of Singapore 
QP and has requested to be put 
on challenging engagements to 
broaden her exposure. However, 
among his team of 12, Marcus could 
not �ind any audit staff available 
to assist Jolyn. In view of the tight 
deadline, Marcus knew it was critical 
to get someone to work on the due 
diligence with Jolyn.

TIME TO OUTSOURCE
Marcus got on the phone with All-
Round HR Consulting (ARHRC) �irm. 
He was glad to have outsourced, at a 
monthly retainer fee, his entire human 
resource function to ARHRC two years 
ago. ARHRC not only handled the 
entire human resource function for 
Marcus’s practice, it also covered the 
sourcing of credible contract staff for 
Marcus “on demand” and managing 
the attendance of external courses for 
his staff during the audit lull period. 
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Rebecca from ARHRC took Marcus’s 
call and promised to source for a 
suitable staff by tomorrow morning, 
if not that evening, to perform the due 
diligence engagement. Marcus left it to 
Rebecca to manage the rest. Through 
TeamChat, Marcus requested Jolyn 
to join him to meet Alfred later at 
Alfred’s of�ice.

COMMUNICATING THE 
HIGH-TECH WAY
Marcus then attended to the other 
e-mail from his audit senior, Isaac. 
Isaac faced an issue on discontinued 
operations and had performed 
research on the Knowledge and 
Resource Centre (KRC). He found 
some relevant and useful information 
from KRC. Based on this, he designed 
the audit procedures. Nevertheless, 

Isaac decided to consult Marcus 
before he proceeds to carry out those 
procedures. Marcus read Isaac’s 
e-mail which had links to the relevant 
reference materials in the KRC and 
he was pleased with the research 
that Isaac had done so far. However, 
he thought that there were a couple 
of proposed procedures which were 
redundant. He decided to consult 
his fellow practitioners through the 
TechChat app. Within �ive minutes, 
three replies came back and a healthy 
dose of debate took place among a few 
practitioners. Marcus formed his �inal 
conclusion and replied Isaac’s e-mail.

After replying the two e-mails, 
Marcus attended to the blinking red 
light on the Dashboard. He clicked 
on the red light and found that it was 
a reminder that an audit report was 
due for sign-off at the end of the week. 
Marcus then clicked on the engagement 
and received a “pop up” message 
from a third party service provider 
for legal con�irmation on the most 
recent development to the pending 
legal suit against his auditee. The 
service provider had included in the 
message a link to the new documents 
about the development. He read them 
and quickly got in touch with the CEO 
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Wayang’s existing service 

provider could not keep 
up with expectations. 

The CEO had heard about 
Marcus’s dynamic team 

and audit processes 
and had therefore, 

decided to replace their 
service provider with 

Marcus’s firm.

of his auditee, obtained an update 
and additional documents before he 
concluded that the contingent liability 
had to be recognised. He then updated 
his engagement team members via 
TeamChat and got them to amend 
the �inancial statements, update the 
working papers and follow up on the 
legal letters from the CEO. Marcus was 
glad that he would still be able to sign 
off the audit report that Friday.

LATE MORNING
The time on the screen showed 10am. 
Marcus had half an hour before leaving 
to meet Alfred. The green indicators 
provided Marcus the assurance that 
the on-going audit engagements were 
on schedule and the working papers 
were ready for his review and sign-off. 
Marcus therefore set a �lag to remind 
himself to perform the review 
after lunch.

Marcus then quickly attended 
to the two amber indicators. One 
amber indicator brought Marcus to an 
engagement that was behind schedule 
by two days and the other was related 
to a noti�ication from the PMS to reply 
to a prospective client, Wayang Group 
(Wayang), on Marcus’s decision to 

accept or reject it – by today.
Marcus �irst clicked on the 

engagement that was behind 
schedule and found that the audit 
work performed on all the �inancial 
statement areas was on schedule 
except for the area on intellectual 
property. Marcus called the audit 
manager, Aisha, and found that the 
valuer appointed by the auditee could 
not deliver their valuation report 
on time. A conference call with the 
management ensued and all parties 
adjusted their timeline accordingly. 
Problem solved.

GROWING BUSINESS
He then attended to the other amber 
noti�ication related to Wayang. 
Wayang was a group of 12 companies 
operating in the real estate and 
construction industry. The group was 
helmed by the founder, a visionary and 
ambitious man who is also an art and 
�ilm enthusiast. Wayang registered 
a healthy revenue growth and had 
plans to further expand their business 
in Vietnam. Their existing service 
provider could not keep up with 
Wayang’s service expectation and 
the manner in which the external 
audit was conducted was, in Wayang’s 

view “traditional and inef�icient”. 
Wayang’s CEO had heard about 
Marcus’s dynamic team and audit 
processes and had therefore, decided 
to replace their service provider with 
Marcus’s �irm.

Marcus met Wayang’s CEO last 
week and had performed background 
checks on Wayang in the last couple 
of days. The result of his checks and 
assessments was satisfactory. What 
Marcus needed to do now was to 
document his assessment and results 
in the interactive Client Acceptance 
Module within the ISCA Audit 
Manual. He did just that, appended 
the relevant documents obtained for 
the background check, and uploaded 
them onto the IAS. As soon as the 
documents were uploaded, the contact 
number and e-mail address of Wayang 
Group popped up on Marcus’s screen. 
He called the CEO to deliver the good 
news and at the same time, sent 
him an e-mail as con�irmation of his 
acceptance. Marcus also informed the 
CEO that he will submit his engagement 
letter and proposed fee within a week 
and logged in to PMS to set a reminder 
for that.

With the acquisition of Wayang 
as a new client, Marcus knew that 
he had to expand the capacity of his 
team. He called ARHRC again and this 
time round, Zulki�li from the talent 
acquisition department acknowledged 
his request to recruit an audit manager, 
an audit senior and a staff assistant. 
Marcus had the comfort that Zulki�li 
will do the necessary pro�iling and 
screening before arranging for Marcus 
to meet with the candidates.

Happy with his progress for the 
morning, Marcus left for the meeting 
with Alfred at the latter’s of�ice.
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He was glad to have 

outsourced, at a monthly 
retainer fee, his entire 

human resource function 
to ARHRC two years 
ago. ARHRC not only 

handled the entire human 
resource function for 

Marcus’s practice, it also 
covered the sourcing of 

credible contract staff for 
Marcus “on demand” 
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Co-location allows 

practitioners to 
scale their practice 

within a very 
short period.

THE NOONDAY
Upon his return to his of�ice after 
lunch with Alfred and Jolyn, Marcus 
logged in to his IAW again. The IAW 
dashboard showed 32 unread e-mails, 
which included those not attended to 
in the morning. Marcus spent the next 
hour reading, replying and archiving 
the e-mails.

AUTOMATION THE WAY 
TO GO
Around 2.30pm, a blinking amber 
light from the Dashboard caught his 
attention. It was a reminder to review 
and sign off the working papers of 
three audit engagements nearing 
completion and to plan for 
one commencing next week. For the 
next two hours, Marcus retrieved the 
audit working papers stored on his 
private cloud, reviewed and signed 
off on them. He raised some review 
points on all three engagements in the 
IAS for his teams to address. These 
review points, when saved into the 
IAS, triggered noti�ications to the team 
members who owned the respective 
sections of the engagements. Should 
these points not be addressed within 
two working days, Marcus would be 
noti�ied through red blinking lights on 
his Dashboard. Hence, Marcus did not 
have to mentally remember to follow 
up with his team members on those 
points raised.

Marcus also initiated a TeamChat 
with one of his engagement teams as 
he thought that the team’s approach to 
identifying unrecorded liabilities was 
not ef�icient. Marcus suggested to his 
team to write a short program using 
MacroExpress within IAS to comb 
through all the subsequent payments 
and unpaid invoices of the auditees 
after the �inancial period. The writing 
of the program would only take �ive to 
ten minutes and the software would 
generate a list of exceptions, if any, 
for the team to investigate. Marcus 

always seek opportunities to provide 
constructive and timely feedback 
to his teams, which helped in 
making them feel engaged and in 
retaining them.

Aisha also updated Marcus through 
TeamChat that the engagement �iles 
signed-off by Marcus last Friday had 
been prepared for archival. Aisha 
also assured Marcus that all the hard 
copy documents have been scanned 
by their service provider, FastAdmin 
Pte Ltd, and submitted into the IAS. 
Once Marcus approved the archival, 
the entire set of working papers would 
be stored on Marcus’s private cloud. 

Marcus would receive the archival 
noti�ication  from Aisha later in 
the evening.

Marcus then proceeded to plan 
for the audit engagement scheduled 
to commence next week. He retrieved 
the planning documents and the work 
programs customised by Aisha. He 
concurred with the risks identi�ied 
and assessed by Aisha and added a 
few comments in the document on 
his past experience for the team to 
take note of. He made some revisions 
to the audit work programs and 
made a comment on the sample size 
determined by Aisha. He saved all 

his comments in the IAS, which again 
would trigger a noti�ication to Aisha to 
inform her of the revisions.

Marcus also sent a reminder to 
Aisha to initiate the con�irmation 
requests with the service providers. 
Almost all of Marcus’s auditees were 
using a third party service provider 
for bank con�irmations. Some also 
used service providers for legal, 
debtors and creditors con�irmations. 
With these service providers, 
bank, legal, debtors and creditors 
con�irmations were automated. It not 
only reduced turnaround time but also 
improved security of the process.

ECONOMIES OF SCALE
It was 4.30pm. Marcus had a quick 
coffee break and then returned to 
contact his other service provider, 
FastAdmin Pte Ltd (FastAdmin). 
FastAdmin is an outsourced service 
provider for web hosting, IT equipment 
leasing, maintenance of intranet/
server as well as managing of�ice 
space for its clients. Marcus had 
been their client on a retainer basis 
for three years now. Sarah from 
FastAdmin attended to Marcus’s 
request to lease laptops for the three 
new headcount which he had planned 
for as well as for the new contract 

staff whom Rebecca would source for.
Sarah also pre-empted Marcus 

that the new headcount will eventually 
result in higher space usage, which 
Sarah would plan for. FastAdmin also 
leases of�ice space in different parts of 
Singapore to be used by professionals 
in-between their client engagements 
as well as during lull periods. 
Organisations pay a monthly retainer 
fee to FastAdmin, which would 
then plan the usage of their leased 
spaces using predictive analytics, 
such that the employees of its client 
organisations could use any 
of these spaces upon giving one 
working day’s notice. The monthly 
retainer fee would be adjusted 
periodically based on the respective 
organisations’ level of usage 
which would in turn be driven by 
the headcount of the particular 
organisation. The bene�it of using 
FastAdmin to practitioners like 
Marcus was that they are able to 
scale their practice within a very 
short time period. Additionally, given 
that most audit professionals work 
from their clients’ premises or even 
from home, the of�ice space is almost 
always underutilised. Hence, it is not 
cost effective to maintain permanent 
of�ice space which comes with high 
rental cost.  The �lexibility provided 
by FastAdmin’s business model is a 
welcome change.

FastAdmin also provides 
other administrative services 
to their clients, which includes 
scanning of working papers and 
documents, printing services and 
secretariat support. Practitioners 
can choose to subscribe to these 
services on a retainer basis or 
pay as they use.

ON CLOUD NINE 
After the call with Sarah, Marcus’s 
mobile phone beeped and the 
Dashboard appeared on his screen. 
As promised by Aisha, an engagement 
�ile came through for Marcus’s 
approval for archival. Marcus browsed 
through the list of working papers in 
the document management system of 
IAW to make sure that all the working 
papers have been included in the 
electronic �ile. That was a half hour 
job before Marcus �inally clicked the 
archival button to send the �ile through 
to his private cloud.
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Marcus was ready 

to explore offshoring. 
He understood that 

offshoring had enabled 
Song Jin to expand his 

practice and service 
offerings without having 
to significantly increase 

local headcount.

8
The complexity 

of the transactions, 
the evolving business 

environment, the 
technological 

advancement and the 
expectations placed 

on audit professionals 
had certainly changed 
the human resources 

landscape, staffing model 
and team dynamics.

The writer is Lim Ai Leen, Executive Director, 
Technical Knowledge Centre and Quality Assurance, 
Institute of Singapore Chartered Accountants. 

THE EVENING
EVOLVING WORKFORCE
Around 5.30pm, the phone rang 
and it was Rebecca on the other line 
with good news. She had successfully 
sourced for a professional staff, 
Soo Lan, who could commence the 
due diligence engagement on Friday 
morning. Soo Lan had a degree 
with majors in food technology and 
marketing. She was Singapore QP 
quali�ied and worked for almost 
4 years in the transaction advisory 
practice of a large public accounting 
�irm before she resigned last year to 
spend more time with her two growing 
kids. She was a homemaker who did 
not mind working on short-term ad-hoc 
projects. Soo Lan’s CV was forwarded 
to Marcus for perusal. Marcus mentally 
noted Soo Lan’s experience from the 
CV and within 15 minutes con�irmed 
Soo Lan’s 2-week contract. Rebecca 
then handled the rest of the paperwork 
with Soo Lan.

Marcus re�lected on the years 
when he was working with a large 
public accounting �irms where most 
of the audit professionals were 
accounting graduates. It dawned 
upon him how different the team 
composition was then compared to 
the current state. The complexity 
of the transactions, the evolving 
business environment, the 
technological advancement and 
the expectations placed on audit 
professionals had certainly changed 
the human resources landscape, 
staf�ing model and team dynamics.

TRAINING IS TIMELESS
The alarm on Marcus’s mobile alerted 
him that it was time to fetch his son 
from his hockey practice at 6.30pm. He 
glanced at his appointment schedule for 
the next day and saw that he was free 
the following afternoon to do a short 
online course. He therefore logged in 
to the Enterprise Training Support 
system managed by ARHRC and perused 
his training schedule and the training 
schedule of his staff. He noted that none 
of his team members were registered 
for the courses on audit of construction 
contracts, so he sent a noti�ication to 
ARHRC to help him source for some 
practical courses and online learning 
courses on this subject for him and his 
staff to attend. This is in planning 

for the audit of the newly acquired 
client, Wayang.

Marcus thought to himself that 
a refresher course on this subject 
would be useful for him. Although 
he had prior experience auditing 
property development companies, he 
had given them up three years ago. 
The resignation from these clients 
was mainly due to staff shortage as 
he was then operating under a more 
“conventional” operating model of 
permanent of�ice space with hard copy 
�iles and little usage of technological 
tools. However, ever since he revamped 
his operating model and adopted IAW 
three years ago, he had been a lot more 
successful in attracting talent and he 
had more time to focus on things that 
matter. He now could spend more time 
coaching and supervising his staff, 
meeting his clients more regularly, and 
continuously improve his practice and 
develop his professional competence. 
For this he was grateful to his mentor, 
Song Jin.

THE NEW PARADIGM
Marcus thought of Song Jin. He sent 
an invite to Song Jin to meet for lunch 
tomorrow. Song Jin became Marcus’s 
mentor under a Mentorship Program 
(MP) four years ago. When they �irst 
met, Marcus was a sole proprietor for 
about three years. He became a Public 
Accountant after nine years with a 
large public accounting �irm. Marcus 
aspired to be a successful practitioner 
but back then, he struggled to keep his 
staff and had dif�iculty growing his 
practice under his previous operating 
model. High staff turnover, signi�icant 
amount of administrative tasks and 

inef�icient processes sapped Marcus of 
his energy and took his time away from 
doing things he loved most – spending 
time with his clients and coaching his 
team. He also had no time for his family 
which led to guilt and frustration.

It was Marcus’s good fortune to 
have met Song Jin, a sole proprietor 
who had a far more advanced operating 
model compared to Marcus’s. Song 
Jin shared his operating model with 
Marcus and gave him sound advice. 
Marcus, on the other hand, was open-
minded enough to change his mindset 
and improve his practice. It took a lot 
of tenacity and perseverance as the 

results were not apparent until almost 
two years after Marcus revamped his 
operating model to embrace technology 
adoption, automate processes and 
outsource the human resources and 
administrative functions. Marcus found 
that his new operating model enabled 
him to attract and retain talent and 
freed up his time to grow his practice 
and develop himself professionally. 
Looking back, he was so thankful that 
he did not resist the paradigm shift but 
evolved with changing times.

Marcus felt that he was now 
ready to explore offshoring and focus 
on growing his advisory services. 

Song Jin was the right person 
to go to as the latter had owned 
and operated an offshore 
centre in Vietnam for six years now 
and he had also been very successful 
in providing integrated solutions 
to his clients. Marcus understood 
that offshoring had enabled Song 
Jin to expand his practice and 
service offerings without having to 
signi�icantly increase local headcount. 
He is very keen to learn more from 
Song Jin.

Marcus got a response from Song 
Jin to his invite: ACCEPTED.

He logged off from his IAW for the 

day and left his small of�ice, whistling 
to himself. 15 minutes to 6.30pm – 
he would be in time to pick his son up 
from his school. Marcus was in high 
spirits. He looked forward to dinner 
with his family. His parents were 
coming over for dinner and he had 
plans for some nice tea and a game of 
chess with his father after dinner.

Life is indeed wonderful.  ISCA
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